What is Collective Impact?

Collective Impact is a framework to tackle deeply entrenched and complex social problems. It is
an innovative and structured approach to making collaboration work across government,
business, philanthropy, non-profit organizations and citizens to achieve significant and lasting
social change.

The Collective Impact approach is premised on the belief that no single policy, government
department, organization or program can tackle or solve the increasingly complex social
problems we face as a society. The approach calls for multiple organizations or entities from
different sectors to abandon their own agenda in favor of a common agenda, shared
measurement and alignment of effort. Unlike collaboration or partnership, Collective Impact
initiatives have centralized infrastructure — known as a backbone organization — with dedicated
staff whose role is to help participating organizations shift from acting alone to acting in concert

Collective Impact Framework

MUTUALLY REINFORCING ACTIVITIES
Each expertise is leveraged as part of the overall

COMMON AGENDA

Collective impact requires all participants to have a shared vision for change, one that includes
a common understanding of the problem and a joint approach to solving it through agreed
upon actions. Take a close look at any group of funders and nonprofits that believe they are
working on the same social issue, and you quickly find that it is often not the same issue at all.


http://www.collaborationforimpact.com/collaborative-approaches/

Each organization often has a slightly different definition of the problem and the ultimate goal.
These differences are easily ignored when organizations work independently on isolated
initiatives, yet these differences splinter the efforts and undermine the impact of the field as a
whole. Collective impact requires that these differences be discussed and resolved. Every
participant need not agree with every other participant on all dimensions of the problem. In
fact, disagreements continue to divide participants in all of our examples of collective impact.
All participants must agree, however, on the primary goals for the collective impact initiative as
a whole in order to establish workable cross-sector initiatives.

COMMON PROGRESS MEASURES

Developing a shared measurement system is essential to collective impact. Agreement on a
common agenda is illusory without agreement on the ways success will be measured and
reported. Collecting data and measuring results consistently on a short list of indicators at the
community level and across all participating organizations not only ensures that all efforts
remain aligned, it also enables the participants to hold each other accountable and learn from
each other’s successes and failures.

It may seem impossible to evaluate hundreds of different organizations on the same set of
measures. Yet recent advances in Web-based technologies have enabled common systems for
reporting performance and measuring outcomes. These systems increase efficiency and reduce
cost. They can also improve the quality and credibility of the data collected, increase
effectiveness by enabling grantees to learn from each other’s performance, and document the
progress of the field as a whole.

MUTUALLY REINFORCING ACTIVITIES

Collective impact initiatives depend on a diverse group of stakeholders working together, not
by requiring that all participants do the same thing, but by encouraging each participant to
undertake the specific set of activities at which it excels in a way that supports and is
coordinated with the actions of others.

The power of collective action comes not from the sheer number of participants or the
uniformity of their efforts, but from the coordination of their differentiated activities through a
mutually reinforcing plan of action. Each stakeholder’s efforts must fit into an overarching plan
if their combined efforts are to succeed. The multiple causes of social problems, and the
components of their solutions, are interdependent. They cannot be addressed by
uncoordinated actions among isolated organizations.

CONTINUOUS COMMUNICATIONS

Continuous Communication Developing trust among nonprofits, corporations, and government
agencies is a monumental challenge. Participants need several years of regular meetings to
build up enough experience with each other to recognize and appreciate the common
motivation behind their different efforts. They need time to see that their own interests will be
treated fairly, and that decisions will be made on the basis of objective evidence and the best
possible solution to the problem, not to favor the priorities of one organization over another.



Even the process of creating a common vocabulary takes time, and it is an essential prerequisite
to developing shared measurement systems. Successful collective impact initiatives hold
regular meetings that include all stakeholders and staff at all levels within an organization.
Skipping meetings or sending uninformed delegates is not acceptable. Meetings can be
supported by external facilitators or lead organizations and should follow a jointly agreed upon,
structured agenda.

BACKBONE ORGANIZATIONS

Creating and managing collective impact requires a separate organization and staff with a very
specific set of skills to serve as the backbone for the entire initiative. Coordination takes time,
and none of the participating organizations has any to spare. The expectation that collaboration
can occur without a supporting infrastructure is one of the most frequent reasons why it fails.

The backbone organization requires a dedicated staff who can plan, manage and support the
initiative through ongoing facilitation, technology and communications support, data collection
and reporting, and handling the myriad logistical and administrative details needed for the
initiative to function smoothly. Initial staffing requirements for a backbone organization can
include a project manager, data manager, education coordinator and facilitator.



